Contextual Inquiries at translators’ workplace by van der Lek-Ciudin, Iulianna et al.
1
er
 TAO-CAT, Angers 2015  
Contextual Inquiries at translators’ workplaces 
Iulianna van der Lek-Ciudin
#1
, Tom Vanallemeersch
#2
, Ken de Wachter
#1
 
 
#1- KU Leuven, Faculty of Arts, Campus Sint-Andries Antwerp, Belgium 
#2- KU Leuven, Centre for Computational Linguistics, Leuven, Belgium 
{iulianna.vanderlekciudin, tom.vanallemeersch, ken.dewachter}@kuleuven.be 
  
Abstract.    
 
There is evidence that current translation environment tools (TEnTs) do not sufficiently support translators in meeting 
the productivity requirements that are imposed on them by the globalisation of business activities and the increasing 
information flow. The main aim of the SCATE (Smart Computer-Assisted Translation Environment) research project is 
to improve translators’ efficiency and consistency through better integration of existing translation technologies and 
exploitation of linguistic resources. One aspect of this project consists of undertaking an empirical case study at 
translators’ workplaces to understand their context of work and professional needs, and to find out what kind of 
techniques would benefit them. While other researchers have undertaken such Contextual Inquiries before, the results of 
our observations will be used for improving translators' software and interfaces in SCATE. The analysis of the 
preliminary results reveal some ergonomic and usability issues and led us to a tentative classification of workflow 
disruptions in terms of extrinsic (e.g. physical environment) and intrinsic factors (e.g. users’ knowledge of the tool, poor 
software design, unstable features). Our preliminary findings confirm that there is a strong need for optimising 
translators’ workplaces and for improving current translation environment tools. 
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1 Introduction 
TEnTs are not exploited optimally due to poor integration of resources (translation memories, terminology databases, 
remote linguistic resources), complex features, and lack of flexibility. The main aim of the SCATE (Smart Computer-
Assisted Translation Environment) research project is to improve translators’ efficiency and consistency through better 
exploitation of resources (translation memories and comparable corpora), stronger integration of speech recognition in 
the translation environment, and personalised workflows. For a better exploitation of resources, techniques such as 
syntax-based fuzzy matching and terminology extraction from comparable corpora will be developed. The usefulness of 
these techniques will be tested in production environments. While these techniques are in principle language 
independent, the language pair used for initial development and demonstration is English-Dutch, as the project is 
funded by the Flemish government. 
 
This paper describes field research in SCATE related to terminology extraction from comparable corpora. The focus of 
this field research, which consists of empirical case studies at translators’ workplaces (Contextual Inquiries), is twofold: 
(1) identify translators' terminology strategies of acquiring domain knowledge and terminology, and (2) investigate how 
translation environment tools support the translation process. We also present some preliminary findings related to 
ergonomics and usability of translation technology tools. These findings may have implications for the research in 
SCATE related to developing new personalised user interfaces for translation work. 
 
This paper is structured as follows. Section 2 provides more background information and a brief review of other studies 
similar to ours. Section 3 outlines the methodology and describes the sample of language professionals that volunteered 
for the study. Section 4 presents the preliminary findings for 14 Contextual Inquiries at translators’ workplaces. It 
presents a general overview of the translators' physical environment and a tentative classification of workflow 
disruptions. The paper ends with conclusions and a description of future research we plan. 
2 Background 
Empirical research in the Translation Studies field has shown that the development of user interfaces of translation tools 
is technology-driven, rather than user-driven, and therefore, more research is needed on the ergonomics and usability of 
translation tools (García 2006, 2009), Mossop 2006, Christensen and Schjoldager 2010, Christensen 2011, Lagoudaki 
2006, O’Brien et al. 2010).  
Between 2008 and 2014, interest in ethnographic studies conducted at translators’ workplaces increased (Désilets et al. 
2008, Karamanis 2011, Asare 2011, Le Blanc 2013, Massey & Ehrensberger-Dow 2014). As explained by Asare (2011), 
within the context of these studies, ethnography refers to the organizational structure, processes, workflows and tasks to 
be performed by the people involved in the translation process. There seems to be a consensus among researchers that 
understanding of the work practices is essential for the design of supportive tools (Massey & Ehrensberger-Dow 2014, 
Asare 2011, Désilets et al. 2008). 
The Contextual Inquiry research method (Beyer and Holtzblatt, 1998) has been used in a number of translation process 
research studies. For example, Désilets et al. (2008) conducted Contextual Inquiries with 8 professional translators in 
Canada to find out how they used linguistic resources and technology to resolve translation problems in their daily work. 
The research group was able to observe 71 problems that were related to either terminology or language for general 
purposes and to identify a variety of linguistic resources they used to solve the problems.  
Using the same research method as Désilets, Karamanis (2011) investigated the work practices of 6 commercial staff 
translators working in two translation agencies to get insights about the prospective use of Machine Translation (MT) in 
localisation settings. His case study analysis some aspects of translation efficiency, quality assessment and teamwork 
and concludes that user-centered design methods are needed to specify the details of the interaction between all parties 
involved in the translation process. 
To the best of our knowledge, Asare (2011) is the first study to use ethnographic methods to detect a number of 
usability issues in translation tools as they are used in the translation agency. Asare remarks that despite the "critical 
role played by translation technology in the translation process, little attention has been focused on the actual, socially-
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situated use of translation tools" (p. 9, 10). The study found that there is a discrepancy between the translation tool 
design, which may be based on idealised concepts of work practices, and the real translation workflow in the workplace. 
Le Blanc (2013) describes the results of an ethnographic study that investigated the translators’ perception of the TM 
technology. Le Blanc spent about 300 hours at three different translation firms in Canada during which he conducted 
interviews with everybody involved in the translation process and observed translators at their workstations (shadowing 
technique). Due to this ethnographic approach, Le Blanc was able to detect a number of advantages and disadvantages 
of the translation memory technology. 
Another research project focusing on recording the translation processes of language professionals at their workplace is 
the ErgoTrans project initiated by Maureen Ehrensberger-Dow and Garey Massey from the Zurich University of 
Applied Sciences. This project started in 2013 and it is expected to end in June 2015.  Major findings related to the 
cognitive and physical ergonomics of translators reveal inefficient resource and desktop management, insufficient 
knowledge of tool features, and ineffective interaction with user interfaces (Ehrensberger-Dow & Massey, 2014). The 
researchers believe that translators' efficiency can be optimised by raising awareness about their problems, by educating 
them on tools, and proper selection and manipulation of resources. 
Our research contributes to the above body of research by linking the findings that result from observations to the 
development of translation software and personalised interfaces for translation work.  
3 Methodology 
We apply the Contextual Inquiry research method because it gives the researcher the opportunity to analyse the 
translation environment as a whole, e.g. organizational settings, culture, processes, translation problems, tools and 
resources (Désilets et al. 2009). Similar to the researchers' view mentioned in our literature review, we believe that the 
data gathered through this method can either be used to evaluate existing technologies and processes or to design new 
ones that better match the users' needs and their context of work.  
SCATE being a project funded by the Flemish government, we focused on language professionals from Belgium 
(Flanders) and the Netherlands working in different organizational settings. Characteristics are summarized in Table 1. 
Our aim was to recruit at least 3 subjects
1
 from each type of organization so that we can compare attitudes and work 
practices within each group and at least 3 users using the same type of translation environment to be able to detect 
usability problems. At the moment of writing, the desired size of the sample had not yet been achieved because the field 
research is still ongoing. 
 
Organization type Small translation agency2 (3 translators/interpreters, 1 interpreter/translator) 
Medium-size translation/interpreting agency3 (2 translators) 
Public institutions (4 translators and 2 terminologists) 
Freelance (2 translators) 
Language pairs EN-NL (6), NL-EN (2) FR-NL (2), EN-FR (1), EN-RO (1)4 
Years of translation experience 2-5 (2), 5 + (11) 
Field of expertise Legal (9), ICT (2), Medical (2), Marketing (1) 
Main TEnT Trados Studio 2014 (4), Trados Studio 2011 (1), Trados Workbench (1)5, Déjà Vu 
X3 (2)6, memoQ 2014 (2)7, Wordbee (2)8 
Years of experience with TEnT 4 months - 1 year (2), 5+ (8) 
Table 1 
                                                          
1
  According to Nielsen and Landauer (1993), at least 3 users are needed to ensure that the diversity of behaviour within a    
specific group is covered. 
2  Consisting of 1-2 staff plus small network of freelancers 
3  Consisting 5 or more staff members plus large network of freelance translators and interpreters. 
4
  We mention here only the language pairs the subjects used to perform their task during the observation. One of the subjects 
was not observed, but only interviewed about the terminology workflow at her organization. She did not perform any specific 
language -related assignment due to last minute changes in her schedule. 
5
  http://www.sdl.com/cxc/language/translation-productivity/trados-studio/ 
6
  http://www.atril.com/ 
7
  https://www.memoq.com/ 
8
  http://www.wordbee.com/ 
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We applied the Contextual Inquiry research method following the guidelines described in Désilets et al. (2009). The 
observations lasted between one and a half and three hours per participant.  Before the observations started, we asked 
each subject to provide some information about educational background, translation experience, experience with 
translation tools, and the translation job to be performed (e.g. size of the job, type of text, reference materials).  
After the interview, the subject started to work on his/her project. The subject was requested to think aloud while 
performing his/her tasks. By using the Think Aloud Protocol (TAP) we were able to identify translation problems and 
strategies as described in Krings (1986). Further, we took notes about the physical environment, computer set-up, and 
tools and resources that were being used to accomplish tasks. At the end of the observations, we also asked the 
participants to provide us with print-screens illustrating technical errors or other issues they came across during the 
observation so that we can use them as a reference in our analysis. 
4 Findings 
The first analysis of the data drawn from the Contextual Inquiries provides a general overview of the translators' 
working environment and reveals a number of ergonomic and usability issues that disrupt translators' workflows. These 
issues may be caused by extrinsic and/or intrinsic factors. The extrinsic factors are related to the physical environment 
and/or ICT infrastructure. The intrinsic factors, on the other hand, are either related to user's level of knowledge of tools 
and workflows or to flaws in the application itself (Asare, 2011). Hence, we have split the preliminary findings into 
three major themes: physical environment, technology environment and workflow disruptions. 
4.1 Physical environment 
Based on our observations, we distinguish four different types of physical environments where translators may work: 
home-based office, flex office, commercial office and institutional office.  
The first setting, a home-based office, is mainly characteristic for freelance translators and small businesses (1-2 staff). 
These are usually equipped with a number of electronic devices (PC, scanners, printers) and a library. All the 
professionals that we visited at the premises of their home made use of at least one PC and one laptop to manage their 
work. To further increase comfort and productivity, one small business owner, used 3 monitors connected to one 
computer to display different windows of his TEnT, plus an additional laptop to either read the e-mails or browse for 
resources.  Figure 1 shows which panes of Déjà Vu X3 were open on each screen during the observation.  
 
 
Figure 1 Example of a computer setup (Déjà Vu X3) 
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A flex office may be used by either freelance translators or small businesses for appointments with colleagues or to 
escape the isolation typical of freelance work and socialize. The disadvantage is that one may not dispose of the entire 
equipment and resources that one has at home, e.g. extra monitors, server, library etc. “The user interface on a small 
laptop ends up being cluttered, so I prefer to hide all menus and windows so that I can see my Editor on the whole 
screen",  stated one translator.  
The set-up of the commercial office we observed differs from that of the institutional one. In the translation agency, the 
translators were working side-by-side at a large desk in an open-space office, with panels separating them from the rest 
of the staff. On one hand, open spaces may encourage more interactivity between staff members, but on the other hand 
the distractions and the noise may result in decreased productivity (Ehrensberger-Dow & Massey, 2014). In contrast, 
the translators and terminologists working in the public institution had either their own offices, or shared them with 1- 3 
other colleagues.  
Another ergonomical aspect that we observed was the absence of natural daylight in the offices of three of the 
participants. All three of them were working with their desk lamps turned on. If the light of the desk lamp is not 
distributed evenly, it may increase visual discomfort such as eyestrain, headaches and blurred vision. To reduce 
eyestrain, some participants preferred to read either the source text or the final translation on paper, rather than on the 
computer screen.  
4.2 Technology environment 
As other ethnographic studies confirm as well, translators use a variety tools and terminology resources to support their 
translation and business processes and workflows. Below we give a brief account of the tools and resources used by our 
sample of professionals while emphasizing some attitudes and trends.  
The translators were all acquainted with the major TEnTs on the market and used one of them in their daily work to 
support such tasks as: file analysis, creation/import/export of translation memories and term bases, pre-translation, 
translation, editing and quality assurance (QA). 
In general our participants had a positive attitude towards translation technology. They all acknowledged that 
translation environment tools have helped them increase their productivity and terminology consistency, and eliminate 
the dull repetitive work. Moreover, “the translation has become more fun and more dynamic and our productivity has 
increased with about 20%", one translator said.  
The feelings regarding the use of Machine Translation (MT) were mixed. The freelance translators were in general 
reluctant to use the free online MT engines due to confidentiality issues; however, they admitted using Google Translate 
as a last resource to solve terminology problems. One of the small business owners expressed his wish to start 
experimenting with MT and even build a customized engine. The commercial staff translators had access to MT engines 
within the Wordbee environment but they never used them. They preferred to pre-translate their source texts only with 
their large translation memory databases and term bases. In contrast, the institutional staff translators had access to a 
proprietary MT engine and had the option to switch it on or off as needed. Moreover, they used translation memories 
produced with MT for look-up purposes. However, one translator warned that "suggestions from MT can lead 
translation into the wrong direction", and therefore, he preferred to deactivate the look-up and use the Concordance 
search instead. 
When asked about the usefulness of the online linguistic resources (e.g. parallel corpora and terminology databases) 
directly accessible from the TEnT environment, some translators did not find the suggestions coming from 
EuroTermBank
9
 useful and preferred to keep it deactivated. We also heard complaints about the quality of the 
UNTerm
10
 and IATE
11
 terminology databases. Besides quality, it seems that there are also some usability issues. For 
                                                          
9
  http://www.eurotermbank.com/ 
10
  https://unterm.un.org/ 
11
  http://iate.europa.eu/ 
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example, the IATE terminology database is accessible directly from the Wordbee interface but "it is not easy to view 
and scroll through the large number of translation results due to the small window," as one of the translators mentioned. 
Hence, the translators preferred to consult the database online. This indicates the need for developing more advanced 
ways of extracting terms from large databases. As a means of example, the institutional staff translators mentioned that 
a special tool had been created to extract smaller thematic glossaries from IATE which can then be imported in Trados 
Studio. Another “solution would be to extract only the primary entries from IATE when searching from within the 
interface of a translation environment tool”, one translator mentioned. 
With regards to automatic term extraction, the feelings were mixed as all. While some translators acknowledged the 
added value of this technology, others found it time-consuming and difficult to use. For example, the terminologists at 
one institution had tested several term extractors in the past and mentioned satisfactory results with SynchroTerm, a 
bilingual term extractor developed by Terminotix
12
. The Déjà VU X3 users were happy with the Lexicon generator that 
they used to check whether the source text contained any specialised terminology. Other translators, on the other hand, 
mentioned having bad experience with automatic term extraction in the past and stopped trying. They preferred to 
collect terminology either manually in Word or Excel or semi-automatically via the term addition functionality of the 
TEnT.  
Besides the positive aspects of the translation technology mentioned above, the participants also expressed their 
dissatisfaction with regards to the user interfaces, complex features and lack of flexibility of their TEnT tools. With the 
help of the Contextual Inquiry research method, we have detected a number of factors that affect the translation 
workflow causing frustration. These factors are listed in the following section. 
4.3 Workflow disruptions 
During the observations of the translation process, we noticed a number of factors that interrupted translators’ smooth-
flow tasks, causing frustrations. We propose a categorization of workflow disruptions and exemplify with translators’ 
verbalisations, where possible: 
1. Disruption caused by inefficient desktop management: 
 The necessity of opening many windows and tabs on one screen slows down translation performance. 
2. Disruptions caused by the quality of the source text: 
 Insertion of errors in the source segments as a result of a poor OCR conversion of a scanned PDF.  
 Errors in the source text produced by a non-native English author (e.g. Korean speaker).  
3. Disruptions caused by unstable TEnT features: 
 Déjà Vu X3: 
o The auto-complete feature “is not good enough; 50% efficient if you use it to create segments 
while translating”. 
o The tool “often inserts footnotes in the middle of the translation and not at the end”, thus 
disrupting the flow of the translation. 
 SDL Trados Studio 2011: 
o “Automatic-propagation of numbers does not always work properly.” Example: 
English French 
V.27ter 4800 bps Line 1 V.27ter 2400bit/s Ligne 1 
Table 2 
 
 
                                                          
12 http://www.terminotix.com 
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 Wordbee: 
o “Segmentation occurs sometimes in the middle of the sentence because of the hard returns or 
abbreviations.” Translators found it difficult to adjust the segmentation rules. 
o “During import of the source file, the tool often adds an extra white space at the end of the 
segment that is not always detected by the automatic check feature.” 
o “The Preview feature often opens the source text instead of the target.” 
4. Disruptions caused by slow TEnT performance: 
 The size of the documents or translation memories may affect the processing speed of some TEnTs.  
5. Disruptions caused by poor interface design: 
 Limited size of windows, fixed layout. 
 Too small icons, vague colours may slow down the translation performance. 
The preliminary findings show that the Contextual Inquiry can be a useful method to capture usability issues in 
translation environment tools and find out what users need. 
 
 
Conclusions and future research 
 
In this paper, we have described the results from Contextual Inquiries we undertook in the framework of the SCATE 
project. We have observed and interviewed 14 professional translators working in different organizational settings and 
having different profiles. The first analysis of the qualitative data extracted from our manuscripts reveal some 
ergonomic and usability issues at translator' workplaces that may have implications for software and interface 
developers. There is a clear need for a better integration of existing translation technologies, optimised workplaces and 
flexible, efficient interfaces for translation work. More specifically, the preliminary results presented in this paper will 
be taken into consideration in the parts of the SCATE project related to software development and the design of 
methods for analysing human-computer interaction. By directly translating the data into software design constitutes our 
contribution to the body of research on Contextual Inquiries. 
While Contextual Inquiries have proven to be a useful technique to detect usability issues in translation tools and 
understand the impact of technology on the translation process, the method is not without limitations. First of all, further 
interviews and observations are needed to generalise the findings (e.g. attitudes, trends, ergonomics) within a specific 
organization type or group of users using the same TEnT. In the future we also aim to observe translators in a greater 
variety of contexts, such as freelance translators working on collaborative projects in the cloud and commercial staff 
translators working in highly automated localization settings. 
A second limitation of our inquiries consists of the fact that we restricted ourselves to note-taking, thus might have 
missed relevant information. Therefore, during our next observations, we plan to refine our methodology by audio and 
video-recording the interviews and users’ actions on screen in order to capture more information about their practices, 
mental processes and technological constraints. This may also help us in further elaborating our classification of 
workflow disruptions. 
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